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WORKPLACE TRAINING

Ready to fight fire with fibre

Educators are looking
forward to faster
internet speeds and
more opportunities
for e-learning, writes
Sue White.

t's easy toimagine that

training 6000 lirefighters

acrossastate the size of

NSWmightbeacomplex

task. But the superintend-
ent of Fire and Rescue NSW, Bob
Alexander, knowssomeofthe
challenges firsthand.

“Theissuesof distance are
enormous, and beingable to
train people appropriately is
difficult,” he says.

The solution, in part, is
e-learning. “Alarge proportion
ofourtrainingneedstobe phys-
ical,” Alexandersays. “[But]
we've tried tolook atitlaterally
through e-learningpackages.”

Fire and Rescue NSW has lea-
med up with the Canberra Insti-
tute of Technology to develop
speciflice-learning components
withinits broader training pro-
grams. However, technological
limitations in many regional areas
have meant tasks such as stream-
ingvideo to all studentshave
proved challenging.

“Oneofthemainissuesis
image quality,” Alexander says.
“To remotely train someonc in
[this] field, youneed to be very
accurale, so poor-quality video
won'thelp.”

Like many educators across
Australia, Alexanderhopes to
make the most of the introduc-
tionofthe optic-fibre, satellite
and fixed wireless technology
currently beingrolled out as part
of the federal government’s
National Broadband Network.

Already 10 regional fire cap-
tains, deputy captains and full-
time station officers are ready to
take partina pilot project using
the improved capabilities that it
is claimed the NBN will bring to
regional NSW.

“We haveafire-training facility
inArmidale, (where| we'll con-
structarooin forascenario,” Alex-
ander says. “Some students will
doalive assessmentand it will be
streamed to others in Kiama, who
will observe via their laptops.”

While 30 percentofthe
networkis expected to berolled
outwithin three years, the Coal-
ition has vowed that, ifit comes
into power, itwill cancel the NBN
and introduce its own broad-
band scheme.

In the meantime, Fire and Res-
cue NSW’'s goal is to use new
technology to provide higher-
level training opportunities for
itsemployeesinregional areas.
“We're startingwith people who
have got afair degree of experi-
ence [already],” Alexandersays.

Tirc and Rescue NSWis not
alonein lookingonline to
enhance training needs. The
chiefexecutive ofthe vocational
educationand training (VET)
scctor’s Flexible Learning Advis-
ory Group, Raymond Garrand,
says educators fromall fields are
embracinge-learning.

“E-learninghas comealtong
way,” he says. “In 2003, only
3 per centofthe VET sectorhad
any major componentof
e-learning. Now, about 80 per
cent hassome component ofit.”

Like Alexander, Garrand sees
theintroduction of the NBN as a
chance to furtherenhance train-
ingopportunities for those in
regional areas. “It’s partly about
thereach,” he says.

“It’s also about bandwidth ...
alotofe-learninghasvideosor
gaming technology embedded
into it, so having [morc] band-
widthisadvantageous.”

LEquity and access are big
issues foreducators—issues that
alecturerat the University of
Technology, Sydney, Kirsty
Young, knows well. Her research
isfocused ononlinelearning,
and she alsodoes some teaching
viadistance education.

“There’salotT'dlike todo
online butyou can’'tdoit,”
Youngsays. “With slow broad-
band, people arc unable to
download readings from the
library —it takesalong time and
theylose momentum-whereas
those with high speed do it
immediately and remain
engaged with theirlearning.”

Youngsays anational broad-
band network will open up what
academics candointhe online
classroom. Butwhile she sees
scope for teachers to use
enhanced multimediatoolsand
engage experts toconnect with
studentsregardless oftheirloca-
tion, she warnsthe NBNisnota
quick fix.

“The dream isvirtual class-
roomswithreal-time engage-
ment,” she says. “[Asthe NBN
rolls out] you can start trialling
these things and sec what
works.”

Like Young, Garrand doesn’t
believe enhanced e-learningis
agolden bullet for the VET sec-
tor, whichstill relies heavily on
practical training. But
e-learningisabigpartof the
future,and notjust because it
might reduce costs.

“The greatest advantage is that
it provides flexibility,” he says.
“[Our surveys show] 85 per cent
ofemployers want to make
e-learning available to their staff.

“We’re notmovingtoaworld
where everything will be done
ine-learning, but...ablended
deliveryoffering greater flexib-
ility for students and training
providers.”
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Thinking big ... Fire and Rescue NSW's Bob Alexander hopes to make the most of the National Broadband Network. Photo: Domino Postiglione



